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On a summer afternoon in 2022, | made the long drive from Jessore to Mongla, a port city in
southern Bangladesh. My route took me through Bangladesh’s riverine ecosystem—a lush green
landscape where water dominates the land. | followed the rivers winding their way through the
earth as if left to their will, and from the corners of my eyes | could see the little huts of local
farmers and fishermen. Mongla Port is known for its sex workers, who historically worked either on
the mainland or on boats and were accordingly referred to by the villagers as “sex workers on water”

(jala besya) or “sex workers on land” (sthala besya). The coexistence of these two terms reflects a
common practice in the littoral geographies of Bangladesh, where names of occupations often hint
at the land/river dichotomy.! Yet as the ongoing climate crisis has led to sea-level rise and erosion,
many littoral sex workers have lost their occupational land to the adjoining river and have been
rendered amphibious (ubhachara)—-working both on land and water. The villagers now call all the
women jala besya(water prostitutes)—although this is technically a misnomer. They avoid using a

term that assigns animal-like attributes to humans, such as the amphibious nature of frogs, because
humans are conventionally considered hierarchically superior to animals.
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One of the sex workers attempting to fix the eroding coast with mud from the water. © Amrita Dasgupta. All rights
reserved.
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| am interested in the situation of Mongla’s sex workers
as it illustrates the precarity of those most vulnerable to
climate change. Due to Bangladesh’s low elevation and
location on one of the largest and most densely
. populated river deltas in the world, the country’s
landscape and the lives of its people have long been
shaped by seasonal flooding and a dynamic riverine
environment. Yet climate change has intensified these
natural processes, placing Bangladesh at particularly
high risk of extreme-weather events, including repeated
cyclones, heavy monsoons, extreme heat, and drought.
Sea-level rise not only threatens people’s homes but also
disrupts livelihoods, as increasing salinity of soils and
water affects agriculture and fishing.2

| have been researching the lives and livelihoods of the
Sundarbans islanders in Bangladesh and India for over
a decade, and they often describe a life characterized
by the quotidian straddling of water and land. But as
my own home slowly filled with water during Cyclone
Amphan in 2020, and my family was forced to live an
amphibious alternative for a night, | was moved to
reflect more deeply on the excruciating reality of
everyday life in this region. We talk about the precarity

Fig. 1. During Cyclone Amphan, a snail that lived
in our open bath needed a dry place to lodge
for the night since the open bath was already ~ sea-level rise brings about, but it is notoriously difficult

submerged in water. It dragged itself to the top  to learn about the effects climate change has on the
of a plastic bottle in the dining room, its shell jndividual, the personal effects. It is even more difficult

shining in the candlelight as it dried. © Amrita

: to learn about the experiences of Mongla’s sex workers
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because, as | learnt when | went to see them, their land
is difficult to access, and they are marginalized and regarded as “untouchables” as they pursue an
occupation considered immoral and dirty by locals, who would not give advice on how to find them—
and they don’t want to be interviewed.

Mongla Port was established around 1950 on the Passur River. It was developed to offer extra
capacity after the port in Chittagong proved insufficient to handle the increased volume of
seaborne trade since Partition had cut off East Pakistan’'s access to the Port of Calcutta in 19473
The new port in Mongla became an important international hub, with British and Indonesian sailors
and merchants docking regularly.*

As the ongoing climate crisis has led to sea-level rise and erosion, many
littoral sex workers have lost their occupational land to the adjoining river
and have been rendered amphibious—working on both land and water.

Since the 1800s, Bengal's waterways had taken merchants across the subcontinent, where they
engaged in sexual encounters with women with ambiguous social status inhabiting the coasts. These
“in-between” women were chaste wives who allowed sexual interaction without payment to prevent
being kidnapped and abandoned in faraway lands. However, the history of the Mongla brothel is
slightly different. Sexual cultures in the vicinity had existed long before the brothel's establishment.
Initially, women identifying as singers and dancers in nearby villages engaged in sex work. They
were eventually pushed out of their space as the patriarchal, upper-class society felt they were a
threat to morality, and the women were thus forced to deforest the land on the coast near the
Sundarbans to make a living. These workers became part of a “ghat” economy where merchants not
only sold their products, but these women also performed sex work in exchange for money—placed
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at the transition between the land and the shore. When Mongla Port was built, these littoral
economies expanded. Common lore from across the world reflects how “every sailor has a woman
in every port,” meaning active ports are accompanied by brothels, as is the case in Mongla.’
Beginning around the 1990s, labour unrest, river siltation, and consistent bad weather contributed
to the steady decline of Mongla Port. Nonetheless, the local bordello survived, and it now stands
on the eroding banks of the Passur River.$

Customers of the Mongla brothel hire launch boats and visit the brothel to spend the night there.
On Saturdays the sex workers stand on the eroding embankment with their saree-draped bodies on
display. The brothel is accessible by means of the temporary bamboo stairs that tilt from the coast
to the eroding embankment (figure 2). Customers anchor their launch boats along the crumbling
embankment of the brothel and wait there to select the woman they best like. Once the selection is
made, they pay the money and are escorted to the nearby huts by a male brothel worker. This is,
more or less, the daily life of the sex workers of the sinking brothel.

Fig. 2. The Mongla Port brothel on a Saturday. © Amrita Dasgupta. All rights reserved.

| began my research with two days of local ethnographic studies, observing from across the bank
on which the brothel stands and talking to residents and workers about the brothel, access to it,
and their perception of it. After this, | went to visit the brothel and start my field-based research.
The people who ferry the boats for daily work from one side of the Passur River to the other pointed
me to the boatman Hasan Bhai, who brings customers to the brothel. He advised me to talk to
Hamida Apu, the chief madam of the bordello, famously known as the Baniashanta.

10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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When | first met Hamida Apu, | found her sitting in her room, annoyed by my visit, which she had
been informed about beforehand. She told me:

Everyone who comes here apart from customers, | mean journalists, photographers, researchers, they
keep asking us the bad questions. We are not always comfortable to speak about our life and how we
ended up here. It makes us sick. We want to vomit. It is not a good feeling. Can’t you all find some other
way to do this—to know about our lives by not asking us direct questions like “who trafficked us here?”
Do we only have one story to tell? And that too in a hurtful, disrespected manner? We should be pricked
again and again to remember the bad things at the beck and call of people? At the comfort and need
of others? We cannot take our time; we cannot do it at our space and time? Anyway, there are more
grave issues at hand than this. We keep doing the same thing daily. Wake up. Battle the waters that eat
our land. Attend to customers. Sleep’

Hamida Apu was complaining about the gaze that objectifies people like her—people from
ostracised professions. She was not okay with plating her trauma-inducing life experiences for the
eyes and ears of journalists, researchers, or photographers. However, she was not entirely opposed
to talking about the sex workers’ life experiences. She just wanted to do it differently—at their own

pace.

-
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Fig. 3. One of the sex workers of Baniashanta goes into the water to catch fish. © Amrita Dasgupta. All rights reserved.

| realised that if | was going to respond to Hamida Apu’s concerns and build rapport with the sex-
worker community, | would have to avoid asking direct questions. | therefore devised a different
methodology to collect ethnographic data from the Mongla brothel workers. Instead of conducting

Puppets at the Hands of Water: Sex Workers in Mongla, Bangladesh
DOI: 10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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semistructured interviews, | used arts-based research. Here, artistic practices—such as dance,
theater, or painting—offer a window into a community’s lived experiences. The artworks become the
content or data that readers or viewers can engage with emotionally.? Given the sex workers’
reluctance to be interviewed, the arts-based method allowed me to understand, respect, and
accommodate their emotions, while generating information equal to that that | might have
gathered from questionnaires.

In arts-based research artistic practices offer a window into a community’s lived
experiences. The artworks become the content or data that readers or viewers can
engage with emotionally.

In particular, | chose to facilitate a “living-archive” process, where sex workers’ lived experiences and
memories would be at the heart of the research. This power-sensitive approach can take into account
caste, class privileges, and intersectionality, and leaves space for community-generated research
questions—perhaps touching on the “grave issues” Hamida Apu mentioned.® It is in line with
approaches that decolonise Western methodologies and demystify the methods of modern
academia that have been part of colonial apparatuses.

In a six-month-long arts workshop, | provided the sex workers with themes that spoke to the interview
questions | had prepared: jibon in Bengali, meaning “life” in English; bondhu, meaning “friend”; jol,
meaning “water.” Based on these themes the participants made drawings and paintings. Having
completed the works, they spoke about what life experiences their drawings represented in the
context of the given theme.

10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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Fig. 4. Champa's painting of the Baniashanta brothel. The Bengali text says: “On the four sides of our habitation we have
the river. Erosion of the coast affects our homes. We bear losses. We have meagre income, but we need to spend more
than what we earn.” © Anonymous creator. All rights reserved.

| remained interested in the sex workers’ relationship to the water. When the 25 participants drew
on this theme, they brought forward many revealing angles. One among them, Champa, drew all
the houses on the embankment. She explained that those houses belonged to the people of her
community. Yet Champa drew the huts in the village beyond the brothel in pencil and refrained
from colouring them. She explained that the colours of the huts in the brothel space helped her to
signify the nature of her fellow workers. She knew them well. However, she continued, she had no
such familiarity with the villagers and thus could not depict their nature with a colour of her choice
(figure 4). Champa also “inverted” the widely accepted “grammar” of colour and did not identify
green to signify jealousy: To her it meant evergreen—the undying youth of her friend, also a sex
worker at Mongla.

10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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Fig. 5. Hamida Apu’s painting inspired by the theme of water. The Bengali text says: "Mongla Brothel suffers from coastal
erosion. We spend days in hunger. We are very helpless!” © Anonymous creator. All rights reserved.

Each drawing is revealing in its own right and offers information not accessible through direct or
indirect questionnaires. Strikingly, Hamida Apu left the water space uncoloured (figure 5). She
related to colours as reflecting a specific character and explained that the water was white to her.
It is true that if you look at the water surrounding the Passur, it looks white—maybe because of the
silt. However, the character of the water space and why she left it uncoloured, she reasoned, was
not because the water was laden with silt, but because the water had no fixed character. It was the
benevolent water that brought them customers, while it was its evil side that hammered the eroding
coasts."

10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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Fig. 6. Sophia’s interpretation of the future of Baniashanta. ® Anonymous creator. All rights reserved.

Another participant, named Sophia, coloured the water green (figure 6). According to her
everything would turn into a field as the waters silt up. She looked at water with hope, wishing for
the water to not eat away their occupational land but for the water to move away.”?

The community presented a range of emotions, but the one that they were unable to process is the
emotion they have for the river water that surrounds them. They are rarely asked about the ecology
of the place they find themselves in and are not used to talking about it—the focus has always been
on their work, with regards to coercive migration, sexual partners, and the business. This is why it
takes them some time to speak out about their emotions towards the water, or even depict them
through art. They shared that sometimes they are grateful for the water, which brings them fish,
and sometimes they are sad that it eats away their land, but mostly they are frustrated that water
should have such an influence on their daily lives. They would describe themselves in Bengali as jol
besha noy jol putul, meaning “not a water prostitute but a puppet at the hands of the water.”

Sometimes they are grateful for the water, which brings them fish, and sometimes
they are sad that it eats away their land, but mostly they are frustrated that water
should have such an influence on their daily lives.

The water is their means of survival, and the embankment, now eroding, is indispensable. It is here
that they live and work. Staying and doing research with the sex-worker community exposed me to
this “grave issue.” The river water that surrounds them is the main artery that brings staple customers
to the brothel. When | saw one of the women, who had climbed down the embankment, taking mud
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from the ground and placing it on the crumbling, exposed coast, trying to fix it, the horror of this
“amphibious alternative” was visualized (cover image).

In old times, when ships moved on the Passur River, seamen, sailors, and boatmen crowded into the
brothel for entertainment and the fulfilment of carnal desires. With time, the riverbed accumulated
silt, and consequently big ships ceased their visits to the Mongla Port. This affected the customer
count. Today, the main clients are usually local men who picnic in the Sundarbans region on the
weekend.

Fig. 7. The eroding embankment is slowly being "swallowed by the river." © Amrita Dasgupta. All rights reserved.

The sex workers were unable to process not only the effects of the climate crisis on their work—
something that will soon render them ecological refugees—but also their helplessness in fighting the
government. Indeed, they are losing their land to the water and every day they live in fear of their
land being swallowed by the river, but they are also paid regular visits by another party: the Land
Revenue Office, an arm of the local government in Banishanta. The community asks for their rightful
resettlement. They have been repeatedly turned down based on the land erosion and accretion law.
This law states that if someone loses their land to erosion, they will receive rightful and legal
rehabilitation for the affected land; however, such rehabilitation can only be claimed if the person
who lost their land can prove ownership of the land. The inability of the sex-worker community to
show land-ownership papers, as past generations of sex workers did not officially transfer the
ownership, traps them in legalities and denies them the right to rehabilitation. It means that they
will be left inoperative once they lose their land to the water.

The sex workers of Mongla are river women, not meant for the ordinary life on land or water. They
are caught in a unique in-betweenness—an amphibious alternative. For a long time, they were
denied space in graveyards and thus buried their dead companions on their occupational land,
witnessing such riverine cycles of life, death, and water burial. As if “to water they belong and to

10.5282/rcc-springs-17582
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water they return” and not “to dust."* When the body rolls over into the water, scattering drops that
reach the shores, the friends of the dead chant “Santih, Santih, Santih"—peace, peace, peace-as if
celebrating that the ostracised life of struggle, hate, and abandonment has at last come to an end.’®
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